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Exploring the influence of social embeddedness and micro accountabili-
ty on regional cor porate responsibility

Literature on corporate social responsibility (CSR) isyet vague concerning who is being
held responsible; for what, by whom. Corporations are commonly treated as the focal ac-
tors of interest. We explore the notion of micro accountability to shed light on how an indi-
vidual’s multiple roles and memberships (e.g. as private person; business owner and/or
manager, community inhabitant, or business network member) translate to regional corpo-
rate responsibility. Stakeholder theory and interpretive accounting literature constitute the
basis of our discussion. Illustrations derived from fieldwork on Swedish SMEs support our
conclusions. We conclude that the accountability of owner-managers to arange of local
stakehol ders influences the company’ s CSR activities. The paper adds to current research
by emphasizing and exemplifying the importance of people and their social embeddedness
for CSR activities and outcomes.

Keywords: accountability, corporate responsibility, corporate social responsibility, indi-
vidual's, memberships, micro-level

Introduction

Corporate socia responsibility (CSR) is a continuously appearing topic in academia, poli-
tics, and the media (e.g. Buhr and Grafstrom, 2004; Burton and Goldsby, 2009; Commis-
sion of the European Communities, 2001; Margolis and Walsh, 2003; Halme, Room and
Dobers, 2009; Vaor, 2005). By and large, the focus on CSR impliesthat the range of
responsibility that companies are expected to accept is widening. There are numerous
definitions of CSR; differing in terms of instrumentality and comprehension. A universal
definition is hard to come by (Longo, Mura and Bonoli, 2005). The discourse on corpo-
rate responsibility, however, reveals atendency to distinguish between global and local
citizenship (Logsdon and Wood, 2002). The former focuses on challenges and demands
related to social, economic, and environmental concerns on aglobal scale. The latter fo-
cuses on how companies relate to the local communities directly surrounding their opera-
tions. This paper concentrates on corporate community relations, specifically analyzing
how individua owner’s, or manager’s, membershipsin various stakeholder groups im-

pact companies corporate social responsibility orientation and behavior.
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To great extent, CSR research concentrates on large firms (L epoutre and Heene,
2006; Worthington, Ram, and Jones, 2006). Much focus lies on the global community
perspective; characterized by large firms' commitment to environmental issues and hu-
man rightsissues (including child and forced labor), and their approach to businessin
less developed countries (Sahlin-Andersson, 2006). Increasingly, though, scholars attend
to CSR from asmall firm perspective (e.g. Blombéck and Wigren, 2009; Burton and
Goldsby, 2009; Murillo and Lozano, 2006; Spence, 2007) and in local community con-
texts (e.g. Besser and Miller, 2004; Besser, Miller and Perkins, 2006; Boehm, 2005; Hall,
2006; Kaobeissi and Damanpour, 2007). The concept of corporate community relations
(CCR) isrecurrently used to specify how companies interact with and take responsibility
for the local community. “Broadly defined it includes all the activities that promote the
interests of the company and the communities whereit islocated” (Altman, 1999, 46).
Recent research has probed into the determinants of companies’ social activitiesin the
local community by focusing on the characteristics of the community and company (Ko-
beissi and Demanpour, 2007).

Researchers often approach CSR from either the macro/industry level (e.g. Bertels
and Peloza, 2008; Griffin and Mahon, 1997; Moore, 2001; Sweeney and Coughlan, 2008)
or the meso/company level (e.g. Makni, Francoeur and Bellavance, 2009; Preuss, 2009).
Organizations are then treated as the actors of primary interest. In contrast, scholars re-
peatedly emphasize the importance of individual managers for the outcome of CSR
(Marz, Powers, Queisser, 2003; Hemingway and Maclagan, 2004). The studies on com-
munity-oriented CSR are similar in that they treat corporations as the focal actors and,

thus, leave out the influence on and of individuals. Still, Burton and Goldsby (2009) find



Exploring the influence of ... | 4

that the owner’ s attitudes can influence a firm’s orientation and performance in corporate
social responsibility. Treating organizations as conscious moral agents can be problemat-
ic, especially if it means that we lose sight of individual sense-making and interaction
between individuas (Ashman and Winstanley, 2007). This has implications for both re-
search and practice in terms of “the potential for such notions to promote, or at least not
deter, unethical behavior from corporate decision makers’ (Ashman & Winstanley, 2007,
p 93). The disregard for individuals reveals a gap in available CSR research concerning
who is held responsible and, also, who accepts responsibility and why. In line with
Wood' s (1991) notion of the individual, firm, and institutional levels of responsibility,
the gap suggests that we should pay further attention to how individual s influence com-
panies CSR and also how CSR affectsindividuals.

Stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984) playsacritical rolein CSR research (Harri-
son and Freeman, 1999; Jones, 1995; Moore, 2001). It enables the distinction of various
stakeholders (like employees, customers, shareholders, the loca community, and the en-
vironment) and discussions about the extent and direction of corporate responsibility (e.g.
Goodstein & Wicks, 2007; Jamali, 2008; Longo et al., 2005; Papsolomou-Doukakis,
Krambia-Kapardis & Katrioloudes, 2005). Although the outlined groups can be criticized
for lack of specificity, stakeholder theory does provide alternative perspectives on corpo-
rate responsibility, thereby revealing its multifaceted nature. For example, given that
shareholders and employees generally will have dissimilar relationships with a certain
company, the two stakeholder groups are likely to reveal aspects of responsibility that
vary in terms of being strategic and tactical. However, research so far has neither elabo-

rated thoroughly on who is held responsible and who accepts responsibility on behalf of
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the company, nor on the nature of relationships reflected in the CSR concept. Researchers
often take an instrumental approach to CSR, which indicatesthat it is primarily handled
as a strategic matter with focus on company benefits (cf. Donaldson and Preston, 1995;
Husted, 2000; Jones, 1995; Kobeissi and Demanpour, 2007). Individuals, though, have
different prioritiesin life and this might influence how corporate responsibility matters
are approached and executed (cf. Burton and Goldsby, 2009; Hemingway and Maclagan,
2004). One reason for people to have varying priorities relates to our multiple member-
shipsin working life, society, and social contexts. Depending on which membership is
taken into consideration, an individual can approach and justify one decision in severa
ways.

In sum, the academic discourse on CSR has so far focused on the company as unit
of analysis when analyzing the antecedents and management of community involvement.
The purpose of the current paper is to display and analyze how individual actors’ mul-
tiple member ships translate into contextual interpretations of responsibility and corpo-
rate community involvement. That is, we explore how community-oriented CSR mani-
festsitself from amicro level perspective; taking the individual as unit of analysis.

We maintain that a key to further comprehend corporate responsibility isto un-
derstand the underlying structures of that responsibility; that is, who is held responsible,
for what, in relation to whom, and under what rationale? To enable such comprehension,
we refer to interpretive studies of accountability (Jonsson & Macintosh, 1997) as the ba-
sisfor analysis. This framework constitutes a promising tool for adding to our under-

standing of CSR and for going “beyond the personification of the corporation” (cf. Ash-
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man and Winstanley, 2007; Balmer, Fukukawa and Gray, 2007b; Hemingway and Mac-
lagan, 2004).

The paper continues by connecting CSR with atheoretical framework that em-
phasizes the importance of membership and organizational roles. Empirical illustrations
are then presented to show how individual owners and/or managers engagein CSR on
account of being held responsible or perceiving themselves responsiblein relation to dif-
ferent stakeholder groups. The paper concludes with a discussion that further connects
the empirical findings with ideas of social embeddedness and corporate community rela-

tions.

The strands of cor porate social responsibility

The debate on corporate responsibility implies that there is an increasing demand on
businesses to mind their impact on and duties toward society. Still, there are remaining
difficulties to determine what CSR comprises and who decides what constitutes good or
bad corporate action (e.g. Greenfield, 2004). An often-applied outline of CSR isthe dis-
tinction of responsibilities along the economical, legal, ethical (or discretionary) domains
(Carrall, 1979; 1991, 1999; Schwartz and Carroll, 2003). The three dimensions reflect
that corporate social responsibility is not only about social welfare issues, which might be
inferred from the inclusion of the word “social”. Rather, the discourse reveals a concern
for firms “societal” responsibility (e.g. Andriof & Mclntosh, 2001). The economical do-
main implies that companies act in order to meet the demands of the market and to run
business at a profit. The legal domain refers to a company’ s efforts to operate within the
boundaries of the law. The economical and legal domains are in many ways inherent to

business practice, but they can still be interpreted as basic contributions of business to
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society (Carroll, 1999). The ethical domain is somewhat more ambiguous. It incorporates
the company’ s responsibility to fulfill abehavior and expectationsin regards to ethical
norms. That is, it goes beyond what is required by the law. The perception of corporate
ethical responsibility varies depending on time and context, and the role ascribed to busi-
nessin relation to society. The lack of a universal framework, though, does not mean that
the ethical domain is free from expectations (cf. Carroll, 1991).

Corporate sustainability (CS) is another popular perspective to discuss compa-
nies' responsibility beyond legal obligations, which adds a clear emphasis on environ-
mental issues (Marrewijk, 2003). In short, sustainability implies that business operations
are managed in away that does not compromise with the social, economic, and environ-
mental conditions, neither for current nor for coming generations (World commission on
environment and development, 1987). One interpretation of the connection between CSR
and CSisthat the latter indicates the long-term and overarching objective, whereas CSR

isameans to reach this (seefigure 1).
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Figure 1: Relationship 3P, CS and CSR. (Wempe & Kaptein, cited in Marrewjik, 2003, p
oY The current discussion about corporate social responsibility indicates that thereis
an abundance of activities that companies should undertake to be responsible. Except for
the straightforwardness of managing operations so as to obey the law and sustain the
company, the three domains presented above also point at the responsibility to act in
way's that correspond to expectations that exist where the company operates. That is, the
outline of different domains of responsibility accentuates companies’ interaction with a
range of stakeholders surrounding the business.

The notion of corporate responsibility can also be approached by asking “who is
held responsible?’ Maintaining that business and society are interwoven, Wood (1991)
identifies expectations related to social responsibility at three levels. The institutional
level includes expectations on all firms as economic institutions. The firm level includes
expectations on specific firms due to, for example, what they produce. The individual
level includes expectations on mangers and others within a firm to be moral actors. De-
pending on the situation and counter actor, CSR-related demands are directed to compa:
niesin general, to single firms, or individuals. In practice this implies that one individual
can be held responsible at several levels. CEOs, for example, depending on the situation
can be asked to respond in their role as private persons, as the company’ s spokesperson,
or as arepresentative for the broader business community. On a similar note but with a
focus on comprehending how small firms operate in respect to CSR, Murillo and Lozano

(2006, p. 227) propose that we need to learn more about “particular corporate cultures

and the frameworks of relationships’.

| 8
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In the main, these ideas suggest that the typical meso-level analyses found in stu-
dies on corporate responsibility only illuminate part of the interactions and activities
going on. A common denominator for the arguments is that acknowledging the context
and relationships is important to further probe into the implications of corporate respon-
sibility. Based on these reflections, the current paper brings forward the theory of socia
embeddednes and the interpretive literature on accountability to offer conceptual tools
useful for analyzing corporate responsibility.

Accountability, responsibility and CSR

The concepts accountability and responsibility are closely related and some writers even
use them interchangeably (Lindkvist and Llewellyn, 2003). One point of view isthat for
any individual or group of individuals to be held responsible they must also be able to
account for their actions (cf. The Oxford American Dictionary of Current English, 1999;
The American Heritage dictionary of the English Language, 2004). This shows how the
concepts are used to define each other.

We use accountability to refer to everyday processes of giving, demanding, and
receiving accounts, such as stories, explanations, and reasons for conduct as well as
coded representations and records (Roberts and Scapens, 1985; Munro and Mouritsen,
1996). These processes are related to explicit aswell asimplicit expectations and de-
mands. Accountability is thus about demands, obligations, expectations, willingness and
abilitiesto explain, justify and account for one' s actions. In this meaning, accountability
is central to any organizing effort. As Garfinkel (1967) writes, we could understand orga-
nizing as encompassing the methods whereby settings are made countable, storyable,

proverbial, comparable, picturable, and representable - i.e. accountable. With this pers-
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pective we can understand official CSR reports and control arrangements as forms of
accounts, which justify business practices by making the corporate social responsibility
countable, storyable, proverbial, comparable, picturable and representable. Other exam-
ples of how organizational responsibilities are accounted for include everyday discus-
sions and exchanges of explanations, sketches, anecdotes, and reasons for conduct within
and between organizations. In the end, to give and demand accounts concerns the ability
and the effort to be seen as well asto see.

A central question in interpretive studies of accountability concerns “who is ac-
counting to whom over what” in different settings (Munro, 1996, p. 16). A basic assump-
tion is that even when procedures for giving accounts seem tightly and explicitly defined,
processes of accountability can be complex and problematic. Writers from the interpre-
tivefield investigate hierarchical relationships as well as other possible accountability
relations. A related point is that structures and actors’ identities can be created with the
help of formal models, but that their relevance is only confirmed or rejected through sub-
sequent interactions (Czarniawska, 1997). Rather than assuming that corporate social
responsibility is an outcome of sound control and governance structures, the formal CSR-
effortswill in this paper be discussed in relation to other methods for exchanging ac-
counts.

Thisway of studying accountability helps researchers to pay attention to varying
communicative contexts (Jonsson, 1998). With the interpretive approach, corporate re-
sponsibility can be seen as an illustration of methods and demands for accountability that
are constantly created and recreated rather than static and settled. CSR activities and ac-

counts signify responses to various efforts of holding individuals and organizations re-
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sponsible and, consequently, should be interpreted as indicators of who is accounting to
whom over what in different organizational settings.

Accountability, responsibility and organizational roles

To be recognized as responsible, individuals and organizations must supply (and demand)
accounts that are suitable for a particular context. Solli and Jonsson (1997, p. 19) explain
that “to be competent and trusted means to be able to distinguish between discourses and
to perform to expectations in the intended context”. Simply put, if organizational actors
in their role as responsible and trusted managers, business partners and/or colleagues, do
not follow the methods for accountability that are legitimate in a certain context, they risk
losing their membership. Munro (1996) even discusses inclusion and exclusion of mem-
bership as one of the “methods’ of accountability.

Governmental organizations, non-profit organizations, the media, and civil socie-
ty all take part in demanding accounts of corporate responsibility beyond financia re-
sults. In consequence, many firms successfully deliver legitimate descriptions, explana-
tions and justifications for their conduct in the form of CSR or sustainability reports.
When such reports are reviewed the company’ s membership in the group of responsible
corporationsis at stake. This membership, for example, signifies acompany’s access to
financial and human resources and might also have long-term impact on corporate brand-
ing. These rather formalized processes and public settings are decisive for societal devel-
opment, particularly since civil society organizations continue their work by reporting
any deviations from the accounts supplied in the CSR reports. Then again, thisis neither
the only nor, for some firms, the most relevant setting in which business actors are held

accountable.
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In this paper, we emphasi ze two relevant aspects of membership (Munro, 1996).
First we pay attention to the fact that the social arrangements of membership are never
settled. People are constantly engaged in finding out the answer to questions like “who
areyou to me?’ Since this question tends to always be ambiguous, Munro (1996) ex-
plains that participants are concurrently engaged in identity work to settle the issue. Be-
ing held accountabl e thereby addresses, shapes, and confirms our roles and our relations
to others. The second aspect we emphasize is that organizational actors as arule have
multiple memberships. Managers do not only belong to the companies where they work.
They are also part of afamily, groups of friends, a neighborhood, and perhaps areligious
association or other types of leisure time activity groups. Munro and Mouritsen (1996)
write that “ participants can line up their accounts to bid for different membership simul-
taneously” but also add that this * can unexpectedly be turned against them”. Pertaining to
CSR, thisreflects how companies that expose their ethical ambitions are more likely to
be scrutinized and also attract critical stakeholder attention. Morsing and Schultz (2006)
explain this matter by referring to CSR as a moving target, influenced by the continuous
changes in stakeholder expectations. In the words of interpretive accounting research we
could say that any alignment of accounts can be local and temporary or become durable
(Munro and Mourtisen, 1996).

In the current paper, we direct attention to how the interaction of organizational
members, with different contexts and stakeholders, result in diverse expectations in re-
gards to what CSR accounts are demanded, offered, and possibly accepted. Below, em-

pirical illustrations show how individuals accept or are assigned membershipsin local
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groups and how, as they attempt to follow the rules of these memberships, CSR trandates

into corporate community relation activities.

Empirical Illustrations

Theillustrations are selected based on their ability to add to our understanding of CSR
complexity by highlighting the role of individuals. They originate from multiple, separate
research projects; all carried out in rural geographical area characterized by a high num-
ber of manufacturing SMEs. A common denominator for all casesis the difficulty to dis-
tinguish corporate responsibility and decision-making related to this from the individuals
and their perceptions of responsibility. A parallel can be drawn to Stake's (2005) discus-
sion about the multiple instrumental case study, which implies that cases are chosen
based on their ability to provide general insight of a phenomenon of interest, as opposed
to an interest in the case per se. In the light of this, the purpose is not to do between-case
comparisons but to demonstrate how the intersections of individual, local community and
business influence local community CSR. For this reason, each illustration focuses on a
specific event and we do not aim to provide comprehensive CSR anayses of the compa-
niesin question.

Thefirst illustration derives from a one-year ethnographic study of an industrial
district, which included observations, interviews, document analysis and conversations
with numerous business managers and local stakeholders. Illustration two, Tillage cast-
ing, derives from a case study built on 5 personal interviews with an owner-manager and
his marketing/sales manager. Illustration three also derives from a case study built on

personal interviews. It draws particularly on three personal interviews, one with the CEO
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and two with employees (one per interview). The fourth illustration is based on one per-
sonal interview with an owner and marketing manager.

Maintaining a micro-level focus, each illustration departs from the individual and
projects how personal memberships embed the company in society and cause expecta-
tions on CSR. The illustrations contribute to analyzes of whether and/or how individuals
multiple memberships affect perceptions of responsibility and accountability, and conse-
guently, the company’s CSR agenda. To frame our analysis we employ the following
four questions from the interpretive accountability framework: who is held responsible,
for what, in relation to whom, and under what rationale?

[llustration 1 - Thelocal business network: Building an inn

Thisillustration originates from a manufacturing industrial district in South-West of
Sweden. It illustrates how local business owner-managers in different ways support and
are expected to support development of the local community. There is an ongoing dialo-
guein the district regarding ownership of firms, by companies and individuals who are
not based in the community. Local owner-managers argue that an increasing amount of
so-called “external ownership” might influence the district’s local culture in anegative
way. When locals stress external ownership as athreat to the local culture they do not
necessarily only mean business life but also their life outside the firm. One owner-
manager explains that he perceives a pressure on owner-managers who are residents in
the municipality to be some sort of business community caretakers — making sure that all
businesses take on aresponsibility for the local community. Moreover, the locals should
also be visionary and make sure that the community develops. These issues are illustrated

in the below story about “theinn”.
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The decision to restore alocal inn was made during a monthly breakfast meeting
arranged by the local trade association. In these meetings, most managers in the commu-
nity participate and many local issues are discussed. These meetings, however, are also
an arenafor complaints and where managers who do not contribute enough to the com-
munity aretold so. At the time of thisillustration, there was no proper lunch restaurant
and many people wanted to change that situation. The inn would both favor businesslife
and help to obstruct the depletion of the local community. In view of this, the town’s
business owner-managers decided to invest in alocal inn. It was decided that the firmsin
the community would sponsor the project. Depending on the number of employees, each
company would contribute a certain sum of money to the project. Most privately owned
firms agreed to this suggestion, but it was harder to convince the managers of the exter-
nally owned firms since their owners might not see the importance of investing in alocal

inn. Looking back at thistime, alocal owner-manager says.

For me it was easy, but an owner-manager for an externally owned company has problems to ex-
plain for the executive board that the company should invest money in alocal hotel [inn], but we

have managed. All arein, every firm.

To put it simply, it is hard to argue for the return on such an investment. A local
meeting place for networking activitiesis basically not enough. So, if thiswas arather
small decision for the privately owned firms, the opposite was true for the firms owned
by anon-local actor. These firms had to take this decision to their board. The CEO of a
major externally owned firm recalls that when he did not immediately decide to sponsor
the inn he was called upon by one of the locals who told him that it would be wise to
sponsor theinn. Still, talking about the inn at that time, alocal business owner-manager

said:

| 15
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Everybody shares a special feeling for [theinn], everybody supportsit and fedl's a sense of belong-
ing to the project.

Another local business owner-manager expressed his belief that it is easy for

newcomers to be part of the local community in question. He says:

If one feels that they want something good for the community (...) then they are part of the com-
munity. But if they go their own way, then they are not in; or if they are only here for two years, to

make a career.

In this case, business owner-managers took on aresponsibility “for the local
community”, when they initiated the local inn project. To be considered aresponsible
business partner in this context you were expected to participate in such projects. The
local business owner-managers expected their colleagues in the “ externally” owned firms
to engage in the processes and take on the same responsibility. For the managers of the
externally owned firms, however, it was hard to defend this project to the company group
management. This made the local owner-managers even more skeptical towards commut-
ing managers in general and towards “external” ownership in particular. The local busi-
ness owner-managers saw business managers as responsible for the daily lifein the
community, for the business society and for the other inhabitants in the society. In the
end, all companies paid and were part of the project.

[llustration 2 - Tillage casting: Investing in the locals' health

Since 1965, Mr B has been involved in manufacturing in Tillage, a community with ap-
proximately 5 000 inhabitants situated in the South of Sweden. The amount of firms|o-
cated in the community requires firms to employ people from Tillage as well as surround-
ing towns. In 1981 Mr B acquired a casting firm together with afriend. He is now the

sole owner and CEO.

| 16



Exploring the influence of ...

Given the opportunity to reflect on corporate social responsibility, Mr B primarily
focuses on the importance of maintaining aworkforce that is healthy and understands the
importance of nutritious food and exercise. He has previously employed alifestyle coach
to support employee devel opment. His arguments represent corporate social responsibili-
ty that focuses on primary stakeholders, inside the firm.

Discussing the company’ s connections to the local community, Mr B displays a

strong interest to sponsor sport-related activities.

Well, it’s probably because I'minterested in sports myself. It might be the reason. But I'min-
volved in the [local] sport association myself and | notice the effort those leaders put in. | believe
it's good to support sport associations. And, as a result you also get a good reputation, of course.

But | don't think, we don’t get that many customers by sponsoring the sport association...

When questioned further concerning the importance of a positive reputation and
whether local sponsoring is aplanned effort to gain that reputation he declares, with some
emphasis:

No, it's not that important. It's more a question of wanting to help, financially. | don’t believe we

gain so much fromit. It’s not something that, well, [it’s] not a strategy that we have.

In further elaboration his commitment to sports and belief in the importance of
sports for youth becomes clear. He strongly criticizes the schools’ lack of responsibility
for children’s health. His reflections imply that he really holds someone else accountable
for thisissue. However, as they do not accept accountability, respond or behave in away
he considers to be responsible, he accepts the responsibility.

In terms of donating money to different types of fund raising Mr B is asked if he
says no to donation requests on account of the cause not being related to his business the

responseis clear:

| 17
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No, we support everyone, if the amount is reasonable. Often it’s about [50 €] . But | guess| say no

to a few also.

[llustration 3 — Oakley: Diverse perspectives to sponsoring

Oakley has manufactured steel and aluminum parts in the same village since 1970. In
2001 the firm’s ownership changed from private and local to an international investment
company. The firm now experiences its first non-resident CEO who commutes from a
nearby city. Most employees live in the community, which is dependent on the wide-
spread presence of manufacturing businesses.

In terms of sponsoring, Oakley’s CEO has taken adecision that all financial sup-
port should be connected to one or several employees. The logic behind this decision isto
avoid therisk of giving away money on subjective criteria. Explaining the underlying
reason for sponsoring he says:

Yes, it’smostly to be nice. | don’t believe we sell one extra item because we have a billboard up by

the race tracks.

Apparently, the sponsorship activities are not part of acommercial strategy. How-
ever, he also recognizes that they could provide the firm some benefits in the nearby

community:

..it might have an impact on our reputation here in town, though. And | think that is not the least
important. We have said that if possible we shall have a good reputation in town. It’s important

when we are looking for employees...

Oakley’ s production manager argues that sport sponsorships probably are not at
all beneficial for the company. Instead, he believes that sponsoring activities can be ex-

plained by the firm’s responsibility to support the community.

Well, it doesn’'t have a very big [impact] but | think, | guess you should do that. | believe we

should accept a social responsibility where we operate. | believe that to the extent that it's not
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complete financial idiocy, if we need [to buy something], | think it’ s reasonable that we employ
local craftsmen. [And] If possible, that we help out and arrange summer jobs for people fromthe
community.

When asked further about the reasons for sponsoring, he underlines a concern for

the community but he also elaborates on how caring for the community can be beneficial:
Yes why? Well partlyitis...well I don’t know. But | mean, we live here. There must be something
mor e than woods around. And then you can also claim that this about taking on holiday-workers
and the like, that’ s also about getting a chance to test people when they are young. Some of them
might return when they get older.
Another employee, while elaborating on sponsorship, suggests that Oakley does
not accept appropriate responsibility in the community.
[..] We used to be a family business. Then there was more sponsoring: sport associations, soccer,
for example, shirts, junior teams and... Today a lot of this has disappeared since they, our owners,
come from some other place|..] But this about sponsoring the community at all, in order for the

employees to get part of the sponsoring, it's about showing that you stand up for your communi-

ty...

[llustration 4 - Ironcycle: Coping with local traditions
Since September 2005, Mr. M and his partner Mr. N are the new owners of Ironcycle—a

firm that has operated in the same village since 1906. The village has about 500 inhabi-
tants but is geographically close to atownship with approximately 5000 inhabitants. Mr.
M and Mr. N have no previous connections to the area but since the acquisition they both
livein the village Monday through Friday. A discussion about corporate social responsi-

bility was arranged with Mr. M.
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Due to the embedded nature of the firm, its long heritage, and the necessity to
maintain aworkforce, Mr. M explains that it is difficult to separate the management of

Ironcycle from what happensin the community.

...Thisfirm has been around for a hundred years so it’s an institution. Everyone knows about it
and, well, almost everyone has some kind of relation to it. And of course, we have to behave in the
community, because we want manpower. We want a good reputation. We have to cooperate both

with the inhabitants and the surrounding firms and so on. We cannot behave badly.

He elaborates further on why corporate social responsibility is necessary and re-
vealsthat he and Mr. N perceive pressure from local inhabitants to behave and to manage

the firm in away that complies with the history and business culture of the community.

Well, if one wants to remain long-term one has to have a good reputation. There's no doubt about
it. You have to have employees that feel safe and so forth. And of course, in a very small place,
like this, everyone is watching you. And especially when outsiders like myself and Mr N turn up.

Everyone keeps close track so you don’t come here, make some trouble and then take off with the
money.

The pressure from and dependence on the local society is also apparent when Mr.
M concludes that the business cannot be moved and how this fact influences what actions

they decide to take in the community.

Unless you have the idea to move production to China or something, which is not in our strategy
since manufacturing in this place is also part of the brand. So, of course we have to take our re-

sponsibility here. Regardlessif we want to or not, we are forced to do it. So, the decision is very

Then again, he suggests that the societal pressure on corporate behavior varies
depending on whether the owners live in the community where the firmis situated. He
arguesthat it would be easier to ignore and make difficult decisions regarding the com-

munity if he did not directly have to face the concerned people. He concludes that:



Exploring the influence of ...

Well, Mr. N and I, we live in the community where the company and the plant exist. And a social

pressure does appear.

Still, Mr M aso explains that although such responsibilities are important they are
not the chief aim of the firm. Hence, if forced to make a choice, the survival of the firm

will always be most important. However, he also concludes that:

.if thereisno conflict, or if it'sa minor operation, then of course you have to take a responsibili-
ty. And most often the two go hand in hand with each other. If you don’t take it [the social re-

sponsihility], the company will be affected [in a negative way] .
Analysis
Theillustrations reveal that the portrayed actors interpret corporate community relations
as being about more than commercial or financia gain. Nevertheless, the illustrations
also imply that few CSR activities are undertaken without any regard for corporate bene-
fits. Below we analyze each illustration with the intention of revealing how the interplay
between individua business mangers and community stakeholders influence interpreta-
tions of corporate responsibility and actual corporate community involvement. We also
interpret the respondents’ rationales for carrying out the current examples of community
support.

[llustration 1: The local inn exemplifies a situation where one group of actors (in
this case the local resident owner-managers) hold alarger group of actors (in this case the
whole business community) accountable, but some of the actors held accountable do not
clearly recognize or accept their responsibility. When accepting responsibility for the inn,
the local resident owner-managers aso ascribed responsibility to all business managersin
the community. In actuality, agreement to take part and establish the inn became an indi-

cator of each company’s concern for the community and local businesslife. Most owner-
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managers accepted responsibility right away on account of feeling responsible towards
each other and also the community, in which they lived. They appear to have experienced
dual memberships. One membership related to their being inhabitants and members of
the local community and one membership related to their being an owner-manager and
part of the local business network.

Likewise, the CEOs of externally owned had to consider dual memberships; one
membership related to being a corporate manager who must account for returns to the
parent company and another membership related to being a CEO who aspires member-
ship in the local business network. To remain legitimate partners in the network of local
companies, al firms eventually paid.

Theillustration shows how a single project (in this case the ideato refurbish an
inn) can redefine a company’s role and responsibility in the community. Likewise, it
shows that the accounts demanded to verify community involvement change accordingly
(in this case to accept part of the cost for theinn). In essence, the owner-managers were
expected to engage in a project that aimed to create better infrastructure in the community
but the local inn was also of importance for each firm. For example, the inn would allow
them to take customers, investors, and suppliers to lunch. This dual meaning of theinn
supports the interpretation that the managers had a multifaceted approach to the project.
For the community it was a common and long term investment. For the individual firm it
was arather shortsighted and tactical investment. For the individual owner-manager/CEO
it was also a matter of maintaining membership in the local business network.

Besser et a. (2006), finds that business networks play arole in determining com-

panies propensity to support their community. The above illustration of theinn can be



Exploring the influence of ...

explained through their findings. However, it this caseit is not only the company that has
astake in the network. Dueto the local arenain question, each owner-manager/CEO is
highly visible and their role as business person overlaps with other roles (e.g. being
neighbors). The responses to expectations in the business network can thus be interpreted
not only asaresult of the firm’'s enlightened self-interest (cf. Besser and Miller, 2004)
but also as an indication of the individual’ s enlightened self-interest.

[llustration 2: The Tillage casting case reveal s how incongruence in accountabili-
ty can influence corporate community relations. The owner-manager’ s idea of the school-
system’s accountability, in terms of raising and educating children and teenagers, is not
recognized by the society or, perhaps, not fulfilled for other reasons. It seems that the
CEOs persona interests and passions function as a guide for the company’ s involvement
in the surrounding society. His role as business owner-manager is combined with hisrole
as community member. Moreover, it isinfluenced by his being an individual who be-
lieves that exercise is an essential part of afunctioning society. The projects considered
in theillustration relate to health-oriented activities in the community, which can have
both short and long term effects, for the involved individuals and for the community at
large. Correspondingly, the owner-manager does not describe these activitiesin view of
the business.

Our discussions convey that the actions are not connected to expectations from
employees or the local community. Thus, the rationale for Tillage castings' involvement
in the local community should not be explained as economic (Schwartz & Carroll, 2003).
Rather, it appears thisillustration exemplifies the philanthropic side of ethical CSR (Car-

roll, 1979, 1991, 1998) and the transfer of an individual’s passionsto corporate level ac-
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tivities (cf. Burton & Goldsby, 2009; Hemingway & Maclagan, 2004). In correspon-
dence, the CEO shows an apparent difference in dedication between the local sports asso-
ciation and the anonymous fundraising for different causes. The latter is made based on
reguests, without clear objectives other than it’s the decent thing to do. The local com-
mitment, on the other hand, is more proactive and connected to his disappointment in
other actorsin society, e.g. schools.

[llustration 3: The third case reveals a different perspective on corporate commu-
nity relations and, particularly, local sports sponsorship. What is interesting here is that
the CEO and the employees support the same activities although their ideas about the
underlying reasons differ.

The employees do not perceive that marketing is a primary concern in these activ-
ities. Their views on corporate socia responsibility takesinto account the company’s
history and embeddedness in the local society. The employees make a point of the fact
that the owners and CEO are not inhabitants in the community. They argue that Oakley
no longer displays as close connections to the local community as other firmsin the area.
An interpretation of such statements s that the employees hold all local firms accounta-
ble for demonstrating that they care about the village' s survival and prosperity. They
seem to think of local sponsoring as ethical CSR. That is, primarily a matter of being a
good corporate citizen and following the norms of society.

From the CEO'’ s perspective, though, corporate community relations are primarily
amatter of business strategy. Although he admits that some activities are related to such a
local culture of philanthropy, he primarily explains the focus on corporate community

relations with business objectives. He identifies the opportunities of employer branding
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and to maintain favorable images among employees (current and future) and local suppli-
ers. His story strongly indicates that he makes decisions about local community CSRin
his role as member of the management team, which is held accountable by the company’s
owners. Recognizing that the firm is held accountable in the community, the CEO pro-
vides the required accounts to some extent in order not to jeopardize the company’ s repu-
tation. His explanations relate to the economical domain and an instrumental approach to
CSR. That is, the corporate community relations are a means to a business end (cf. Jones,
1995; Schwartz & Carroll, 2003).

[llustration 4: Ironcycle shows how a company’ s responsiveness to expectations
in the local community can be traced back to business objectives as well as the owners
private concerns. It shows that the new owner-manager, who is not yet an embedded
member of the community, makes an effort to identify what the expectations are in the
company, rather than trying to get away from such responsibilities. The society demands
accounts to ensure that the new owners understand the importance of and maintain the
firm’slocal presence. The new owners recognize this and a so accept that taking are-
sponsibility for the community is part of running this particular firm successfully. From
the corporations point of view, the local community activities (sponsoring and arranging
of company events) are justified by the company’ s need to maintain a good reputation
among its employees (current and potential), and to fulfill current expectations among
community members.

So far, the case represents well instrumental CSR, and activities related to the
economical/ethical domain (Schwartz and Carroll, 2003). The instrumentality of the

firm’s actions, however, can also be interpreted from the individual’ s point of view. The
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new owners plan to live in the community and therefore act not only as strategic corpo-
rate players, but also as aspiring members of the local community. Their decisions con-
cerning corporate community relations can therefore also be seen as away to gain legiti-
macy as private individuals and community members. The case, thus, reveas an overlap
of the new owners’ concerns for the firm and for their ‘ selves'.

The tables below summarize the above analyses. It is structured according to the
four questions from the interpretative accountability framework: who is held responsible,
for what (row 1), in relation to whom (row 2), under what rationale (row 3) outlining
how the corporate community relations activities can be explained by different rationales
depending on the perceived accountability of the owner-manager/CEO. Therationaleis
interpreted and structured according to Schwartz and Carrols (2003) categorization of
corporate responsibility domains (economical, legal, ethical). Finally, row 4 illustrates the
focal the individual’s overlapping memberships/rolesin the specific CSR activity. This
forth row contributes to our understanding about CSR and responsibility, and shows how
multilayered membership influence the responsibility ascribed to an individual, and how

the many roles of an individual overlap and interplay.
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Table 1: Overview anaysisillustration 1

Thelocal business network: Building an inn

Who isheld responsible?
For what?

Initialy, the local business owner-managers; then all CEOs.
Sponsoring/Building alocal Inn.

Responsibility — Related to whom?

The local business network, and the local community.

Responsibility — Accepted under
what rationale?

Ethical CSR domain; to meet established social contracts and expectations on corporate community relations
among locals. Maintaining a license to operate. Economical CSR domain: To create aneutral ground for business
meetings and keep a good reputation among (potential) employees. To uphold the owner-manager’ s membership in
business network.

Theindividual’s overlapping
member shipg/roles; present in this
CSR activity

Local
com.
Bus.
Nw. J.ll Self /
e // | S
Firm J

Table 2: Overview analysisillustration 2

Tillage casting: Investing in thelocals' health.

Who isheld responsible?
For what?

Owner-manager.
For the health awareness and practice of local youths.

Responsibility — Related to whom?

Primarily children and teenagersin the village, but also school system and families.

Responsibility — Accepted under
what rationale?

Ethical CSR domain, giving back to the community. Preserving a healthy, strong population. Caring for children.
The owner-manager’ s ambition to cover up for the deficiencies of the school system.

Theindividual’s overlapping
member ships/roles; present in this
CSR activity

Local
com. Sdif J

i 4
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Table 3: Overview anaysisillustration 3

[ustration 3
Oakley: Diverse perspectives to sponsoring

Who is held responsible?
For what?

CEO
For sponsoring local sports associations.

Responsibility — Related to whom?

Local community, employees.

Responsibility — Accepted under
what rationale?

Economical CSR domain, to maintain happy employees and a good reputation in the village. Ethical CSR domain,
to benice.

Theindividual’s overlapping
member ships/roles; present in this
CSR activity

Firm
//II

Table 4: Overview anaysisillustration 4

[llustration 4
Ironcycle: Coping with local traditions. Illustration 4

Who is held responsible?
For what?

Owner-managers

For responding to locals' and current employees expectations on continued community support. E.g. sponsoring
sports and arranging community events.

Responsibility — Related to whom?

Loca community, employees.

Responsibility — Accepted under
what rationale?

Economical CSR domain, to maintain corporate reputation among current and potential employees. Ethical CSR
domain, to fulfill corporate heritage and respond to established expectations on the company’ s community rela-
tions. To create favorable conditions for the ownersto live in the community.

Theindividual’s overlapping
member ships/roles present in this
CSR activity

Firm Self __
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Concluding discussion
The purpose of the current paper was to display and analyze how individual actors mul-

tiple memberships translate into contextual interpretations of responsibility and corporate
community involvement. By answering the four basic questions of interpretative account-
ing theory (who is held responsible, for what, in relation to whom, and under what ratio-
nale) and taking multilayered membership into account, we conclude that CSR cannot be
fully understood if we take the firm as the sole unit of analysis. Decisions and actions are
ultimately executed by individuals, holding specific positions in the firm. Our illustra
tions focus on owner-managers and top managers, which are all in a position to make
decisions and execute corporate action. Taking the questions above as our frame for ana -
ysis, we have displayed and analyzed how individual actors contextual trand ations of
responsibility influence the efforts to maintain corporate community relations. The study
also indicates the importance of the theory of social embeddedness to understand the top-
ic of corporate responsibility and, specifically, community relations. Our findings reveal
how embeddednessin local communities influences the perception of responsibility and
accounts given by companies and their owner-managers. We also identify how the man-
ager/CEO’ s memberships in various socia settings result in the company being held ac-
countable for corporate responsibility in the local community.

Our anaysis exemplifies the influence of individuals on CSR and the importance
of thelocal context. It shows how owner-managers accept responsibility for matters ex-
ternal to the firm and how they respond to expectations related to their various member-
ships through corporate local responsibility. They, at large, decide what CSR activities

the firms are conducting. Rather than pressure from geographically distant or anonymous
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stakeholders, the choice of CSR activitiesisinfluenced by the owner-managers’ individ-
ual values and relationships with actors at close range. Related to this, the current study
indicates that the ownership structure can have an impact on the firm’s ability and wish to
take the kind of local responsibility notable in the study of CSR in small firms. Our con-
cluding discussion is structured in line with two main contributions of the study: (1) the
need for CSR studies at different levels, and (2) the importance of understanding the so-
cial embeddedness, and the multiple roles of the person executing CSR decisions and
actions.

The empirical illustrations support Wood' s (1991) argument that corporate re-
sponsibility needs to be studied at different levels. Organizational actors are not only held
accountable as formal spokespersons of a corporation but also as members of other
groups, for example the local group of responsible owner-managers. Since theillustra-
tions show that these memberships are never completely settled we agree with Lindqvist
and Llewellyn’s (2003) call for researchers to pay more attention to the mixture of indi-
vidual and communal responsibilities among reflecting actors. The analysis strengthens
the proposition that particular corporate cultures and frameworks of relationships strongly
influence the interpretation and translation of corporate responsibility (Murillo and Loza-
no, 2006, p. 227).

The current study also contributesto Wood' s (1991) call for elaboration on the
individual’ s responsibility. The four illustrations demonstrate that, to comprehend more
fully the occurrence of responsibility and activities, it is not sufficient to separate between
levels of individual, firm and institution. At each of these levels, the actions undertaken

can be explained differently depending on which roles or memberships are considered.
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An overlap of the private, public and business spheres of life denotes a complexity, which
makes it difficult to distinguish who is actually held responsible. Furthermore, as compa-
nies are comprised by individuals they, by definition, cannot act. It is the people, like
owner-managers and CEOs, who represent the action.

We can conclude that the owner-managers are embedded in local contexts and so-
cia networks. The networks consist of the different local actors, sharing common vaues
(Johannisson and Mgnsted, 1997) and form “the basic structure” (Johannisson, 1984, p.
34) of thelocal culture. Local owner-managers careers are integrated with everyday life,
which makes it difficult for them to separate between commercial and social concerns
(Johannisson, 1992). Zukin and DiMaggio (1990) discuss cultura embeddedness and
argue that economic action is embedded in a shared understanding which constructs the
culture, and because of the cultureit is not always possible to act in arational way. Simi-
lar thoughts are brought forward by Granovetter (1985) when he claims that organiza-
tional behavior is embedded in interpersona relations. His argument is that the world is
too complex in order for usto be able to distinguish economic behavior from social rela-
tions, and, thus, economic behavior is embedded in networks of interpersonal relation-
ships. We argue that the local culture and the social embeddedness of the firm and their
managers might explain their action and the responsibility they host. Thisis supported by
Besser et al. (2006) who argue that highly networked firms show higher propensity to
provide support for their community. In firms well rooted in small communities, owner-
managers and top managers are likely known both as company representatives and inha-
bitants. They will experience ties to community stakeholders that cannot be easily distin-

guished as either “business’ or “private”.
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To fulfill Wood' s wish that CSR needsto be studied at different levels, we pro-
pose that not only are “micro level” connections within groups important for understand-
ing networks and networking, but also the macro level connections, between groups. The
first illustration in this paper, for example, shows how different groups relate to CSR ac-
tivities, and how the dynamics between the groups and the local culture influence the
action.

In the same way, it is not enough to simply look at the stakeholders of the firm.
Also the owner-manager has to be taken into account. The potential multiple member-
ships of individuals mean that each actor can be understood as having a wide range of
“stakeholders’. The actions of the owner-managers in our illustrations are not only ob-
served by and meaningful to stakeholders of the businesses they represent. For example,
the owner-managers who engaged in the local inn (illustration 1) also demanded explana-
tions of conduct from companies and owners-managers that they had no current transac-
tions with.

As researchers we have so far searched for the rationale behind corporate social
responsibility primarily based on the company as unit of analyses (cf. figure 2). Instru-
mental CSR and enlightened self-interest models have been applied to explain the strateg-
ic adoption of CSR as a means to reach corporate reputation and business (financial) per-
formance. Through the current paper, we show that this approach only reveals part of the
rationale. To understand other parts, it is necessary to consider the individual. We suggest
that it isstill fruitful to apply stakeholder theory and enlightened self-interest models,
though. Figure 3 outlines the stakeholder theory from the individual owner-manager or

CEQO'’ s point of view. The current study implies that, to more fully understand the antece-
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dents of certain corporate community behavior, we must take into account the trandla-

tions of responsibility by owner-managers and managers given that they can have stakes

both in the firm and various local stakeholder groups. What we seeis amerger of the two

stakeholder spheres, tied together through the firm (fig. 4).

Shareholders/
Owners

Competitors

Figure 2. Stakeholders as outlined by
Freeman (1984)

Extra
curricula
groups

e
‘ Naghbors I

Sharehold

Suppliers

Community
of residency

Extra
curricula
groups

Family and
friends

Neighbors

Business
network

Figure 3: Stakeholder theory with basis
in theindividua

Figure 4: The overlap of owner-managers/CEO's and firm stakes

Theillustrations and analysis show how notions of how and to whom firms, their owners

and managers are accountabl e shape the community corporate responsibility orientation of firms.
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The fact that owners and managers, as individuals, experience expectations and responsibilities
in regards to overlapping memberships (personal, local community, private network, business
network), reveals some difficulties of implementing the three-domain approach (Schwartz and
Carroll, 2003) on corporate community relations and CSR agendas. The three-domain approach
to CSR assumes that it is the company that acts, in relation to its stakeholders. The current re-
search, though, implies that when micro-level accountability is added to the equation, the three
domains do not suffice. Activitiesin the name of the firm, do not simply originate from concerns
for or rationales related to business operations. Similarly, theillustrations imply that the activi-
ties are not easily defined as solely related to the individual’ s private concerns or personal val-
ues. In the private firm, in aloca community context, the concerns of the individual in charge
and the corporation are likely to overlap (cf. the outline of individual or corporate locus of re-
sponsibility by Hemingway and Maclagan, 2004, p. 34).

As a consequence of the multiple roles and levels of responsibility that the current paper
revedls, it is necessary to further consider the notion of corporate responsibility as something
voluntary (cf. definition by the European Commission, 2001; Longo et al. 2005). By anayzing
the content of corporate responsibility and the activities considered through accountability and
multiple memberships, the very framing of such a statement is questioned. To some extent orga-
nizational actors might choose the groups in which they strive for membership but, as the current
illustrations display, they cannot alone set or even negotiate the rules of how to act and account
for their actions within these groups. In line with Carroll’s (1998) claim, the corporations' “citi-
zenship” in several ways can be interpreted as a response to expectations rather than something

firmsdo for legal or philanthropical reasons.
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Interpreting CSR by incorporating individuals' narratives and perceptions of accountabil-
ity and responsibility reveals a complexity of CSR that is often overlooked in descriptions of the
phenomenon. CSR activities should not be taken out of context. To be understood, they must be
related to the current views on responsible business management in the settings at hand and per-
vious accounts, and analyzed in light of existing accountability ties. In line with the interpretive
perspective on accountability the illustrations also show how the history of CSR accountsin par-
ticular contexts affect stakeholders' notions of what counts as acceptabl e business performance
in terms of corporate responsibility (cf. Laughlin, 1996; Roberts 1991; 1996).

Emerging research questions

This paper adds to the existing research on CSR by using illustrations from small, private firms
in awell defined setting. In perspective of areview of global companies’ CSR reports and sys-
tems for constructing relevant formal procedures for accountability, it isrelevant to study the
potential multiple settings in which organizational actors are held accountable for different trans-
lations of what constitutes responsible action. In other words, who is accounting to whom over
what in the many different local contexts within the global responsible (or irresponsible) compa-
nies? What official trandations of responsibility meet resistance in the local contexts and what
corporate actions in the name of responsibility do we yet know little about? I's the meaning and
translation of corporate responsibility as one-sided as the official CSR reports indicate? As sug-
gested in previous research, these questions need to be put forward while still directing attention
to theindividual agent (Ashman & Winstanley, 2007; Bamer, Fukukawa & Gray, 20073a; b;
Moore & Spence, 2006). Consequently, we recommend that future research should explore how
corporate responsibility in small, large and/or global firmsis affected by their local embedded-

ness and the multifaceted roles of their organizational members.
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From the empirical illustrations in this paper, we suggest that the interpretive studies of
accountability offer a promising framework for further research in this area. Simultaneoudly, the
paper clarifies the importance of applying several levels of analyses to reach a more comprehen-
sive understanding of CSR practice, its scope and underlying motivation. The illustrations show
that when the local context, and the cultural embeddedness of the individual in this context, is
taken into account, CSR-activities reflect a complex socio-economic phenomenon. The reason is
that firms, and owner-managers, are operating beyond the business network, and the firm and the
owner-manager “are collapsed into one” (Johannisson, Ramirez-Paillas and Karlsson, 2002, p.
301). The current study adds to our understanding about CSR, first by illustrating the role of the
individual, second by showing the need for taking the embeddedness of the firm and its manager
into account for a further understanding. Severa studies have focused on understanding the em-
beddedness of networks (cf. Granovetter, 1992, Uzzi, 1997, Burt, 1992). Focus has, however,
mainly been on structural embeddedness, that is, connectedness and information access (Grano-
vetter, 1992; Burt, 1992). Applying a structural embeddedness approach leaves out the institu-
tional environment and the norms and values that guide the behavior in the network. We propose
that further research should move beyond this structural approach, to enable further input into the
systems of corporate behavior.

Jonsson (1996b) suggests, keeping to a‘role’ puts limitations on a person’s repertoire of
behavior. In some cases, individuals will find themsel ves being members of groups with diverg-
ing basic rules. This can result in situations where people are perceived as acting responsible and
irresponsible at the same time. From a micro-level accountability and corporate community rela-
tions perspective, such situations might occur when individual owner-managers, through CSR,

act on behalf of their private networks or memberships. The owners might be perceived as be-
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having ethically in the group of friends while the opposite might be true in the larger business
community and from the state’ s point of view. The current study focuses only on the stakehol der
groups perceived as drivers of a certain corporate behavior. To learn more about the outcomes
and potentia trade-offsinherent in corporate community relations, research should investigate

initiatives from different stakeholders’ points of view.
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